Introduction 1
Predicting the future is a fool's errand, especially in the field of terrorism studies. No one predicted the two most significant developments in the last twenty years: the 9/11 attack by Al-Qaeda and the rise of the IS Caliphate. Yet for practical reasons it is imperative that we try to envisage and prepare for what is coming. With the military defeat of the Islamic State (IS) in Iraq and Syria, what will become of the remaining fighters? Will IS remain a significant terrorist threat, especially outside of Syria and Iraq? How will the demise of IS affect the future of jihadism in general? To address these questions, we must synthesise two bodies of information, transitory, but often rich, data from situational assessments, and insights that are more theoretical developed from the overall study of terrorist movements. This brief analysis gives due consideration to recent reports on the status of IS in Syria, Iraq, Libya, Yemen, Afghanistan, and elsewhere, but it will concentrate on delineating a kit of ideas that likely will be relevant no matter what happens on the ground.
Given the brevity of the report, the discussion is simplified, focusing on six analytically distinct points, which dovetail to create a larger picture of what to expect. These six points relate to: 1. assessing the immediate situation; 2. the fate of the leadership; 3. the virtual caliphate; 4. the failure of prophecy and the persistence of IS; 5. recognizing IS as a global subaltern social movement; and 6. recognizing that the basic conditions giving rise to jihadism have not changed.
Assessing the Immediate Situation
In truth, we have very little accurate information for discerning the fate of the foreign terrorist fighters (FTFs, to use the terminology of the United Nations) who have fought for IS in Syria and Iraq. There are four main reasons for this state of affairs:
• I know of only three studies that tried to develop actual data on what happened to foreign terrorist fighters prior to the Syrian-Iraqi conflict and the rise of IS: Thomas Hegghammer's well-known article, 2 an ICCT report by Jeanine de Roy van Zuijdewijn and Edwin Bakker, 3 and another article by de Roy van Zuijdewijn. 4 • The military collapse of the Caliphate has been so precipitous, and at the hands of largely irregular forces, that we have few reliable sources of information on the casualty and capture rates for FTFs, let alone reports on specific FTFs.
• Similarly, while we know that IS has established a presence in Libya, Yemen, Afghanistan, Egypt, perhaps elsewhere (e.g., Philippines), we have only fragmentary information on whether these forces are being reinforced by fighters from Syria and Iraq.
• This is in part because the internal operations and decision-making processes of IS remain opaque, and the status of its leadership and remaining fighters is largely unknown.
In considering the fate of the FTFs from prior conflicts, mainly Afghanistan, Chechnya, and Bosnia, there was a rough rule of thumb: about one third died in the conflicts, one third resettled in those states or other Muslim majority nations, and one third returned home. 5 Since the rates at which any of the true returnees to "Western" nations became involved in other terrorist plots and attacks in their native lands is quite low (though still a source of real concern), it would appear that most of the returnees were at least disengaged, and many were perhaps disillusioned. Hegghammer concludes that "most foreign fighters appear not to leave with the intention of returning for domestic attacks," and roughly only "one in nine" did "perpetrate attacks in the West". 6 Alternatively, de Roy van Zuijdewijn argues that a more accurate estimate would be only one out of eleven.
7 As both studies carefully delineate, the estimates are based on data acquisition and analysis processes with clear limitations. Anecdotally, it appears many from this earlier generation of FTFs returned somewhat chastened and eager to get on with their lives (e.g., see Deeyah Khan's film "Jihad: A Story of the Others," Fůůse Films). The conditions are different, however, for the cohort from Syria and Iraq.
The fighters who joined the Afghan jihad often left with at least the implicit support of their countries, families, and friends. When they returned home, the conflicts were largely over. They were victorious and often treated as heroes. They returned legally, and while security services commonly noted their return, interviewed them, and perhaps even monitored many, they were not prosecuted. Those who left for Syria and Iraq did so covertly. In most cases, they were violating the laws of their countries and various international agreements. They have sought to return home while the wars they fought still raged, and they are more straightforwardly fugitives from justice.
As most reports suggest, we need to disaggregate these new "returnees", 9 if only minimally, into the "disillusioned," the "disengaged but not disillusioned," and the still "operational" returnees. 10 These returnees have either fled IS, overcoming its resistance, or become separated from IS (or other jihadist groups) in the course of combat, or been ……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 5 This formulation is based on multiple discussions with security officials and others, but I have not been able to track the source. Some believe it stems from statements by officials from the United Nations. 6 Hegghammer, "Should I Stay or Should I Go?," 10. 7 In any event, given the ferocity and scope of the conflict in Syria and Iraq, there is good reason to believe that fewer FTFs will survive. More of them will be captured, and perhaps executed, by Syrian, Iraqi, Kurdish, and even Western forces. 12 If they do elude death or capture, fewer will be able to find their way home because their passports were confiscated by IS, and neighbouring countries are monitoring their borders better. Most recognize they will face potential prosecution at home, which will discourage them from returning.
In the few instances where we know large numbers have returned, such as the 425 IS members thought to have returned to Britain, 13 we have no clear understanding of their status. At this time the government will not say how many are under prosecution, and how many have "disappeared" into the general population.
14 Most of these 425 returnees, however, are from an earlier period in the Syrian/Iraqi conflict. In May of 2016 Lord Keen of Elie, a Home Office spokesman, told the House of Lords that 400 British Muslims who are suspected of joining either IS or al-Qaeda in Syria and Iraq had returned since 2012, and 54 had been convicted of an offence and another 30 were being prosecuted. 15 We do not know what has been happening since the spring of 2016. A new comprehensive study of American returnees from the Program on Extremism at George Washington University, however, reports that 9 of the 12 of the U.S. FTF returnees they could identify were arrested and charged with terrorism-related offenses. 16 Barring a significant change in circumstances, far more of the hardened jihadist fighters will stay in Syria and Iraq and die defending their cause, or for practical and strategic reasons they will find refuge in the existing networks of jihadists in Syria and Iraq. As Abu Muhammad al-Adnani declared, IS will revert to what it was so successfully before -an insurgent group fighting a guerilla war. 17 Its remaining members will reorganize, rearm, and persevere. Some also may find their way into one of an ever-shifting array of rebel and jihadist groups currently operative in Syria, whether Hayat Tahrir al Sham (formerly Jabhat al-Nusra), Ahrar al Sham, Nour al-Din al-Zenki, Faylaq al Sham, or even the Turkistan Islamic Party. A recent New York Times article suggests thousands may have escaped and "new assessments, bolstered by reports from analysts and smugglers in the region, suggest that Islamic State fighters are fleeing to more hospitable parts of Syria and Iraq, or to third countries where they can lie low".
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As indicated, some fighters will find their way, on purpose or by default, to IS affiliates in Libya, Yemen, and Afghanistan, where the groups will probably welcome them. However, the prospects of these groups are highly unclear. The lack of stable and fully legitimate governments in each of these countries has created the opportunity for IS to establish itself, but the fluctuating and intense competition of multiple militias, as well as the strong presence of al-Qaeda in, for example, Yemen, and the interventions of other countries, means the conditions on the ground can change rapidly. 19 The success of IS in Sirte, Libya (2015 , for example, was soon reversed by the counter attack of a coalition of militias, mostly from Mistras, loyal to the newly formed Presidency Council, and backed by U.S., U.K. and Italian partners. A key factor in this defeat was the overwhelmingly foreign nature of the IS forces in Libya, which led to a nativist backlash.
20
So if IS is to succeed abroad, they must find ways to sustainably align themselves with local groups, and recruit local members, following the example set by a-Qaeda in Yemen.
21
In the end it remains too early to tell from this data whether we are entering into a new, more diverse, and lethal phase of the global "war on terrorism." We are still in the early days of the post-Caliphate era and the evidence is ambiguous. The new Program on Extremism study raises some doubts since only 1 of the 12 returned fighters from Syria and Iraq identified "returned with the intent to carry out an attack on behalf of a jihadist group in Syria," and none of the 22 jihadist attacks in the United States between 2011 and 2017 "were committed by a perpetrator who was known to have travelled to Syria and Iraq to join jihadist groups."
22 While another study of American returnees demonstrates a curious fact: the involvement of a returnee in a domestic terrorist plot, between 1990 and 2017, actually decreased the likelihood of the plot succeeding, because it increased the likelihood of the plot being detected. 23 So while, on the one hand, it is logical to have anticipated a greater threat from the returnees from Syria and Iraq, given the sheer number of FTFs involved, and the greater scope of their potential involvement in military training and action, on the other hand, we have data that indicates the threat may have been exaggerated. Conditions in North America, however, differ from those in Europe and elsewhere, and there are other factors to be considered.
The Fate of the Leadership
The next most immediate consideration determining the future of IS and the FTFs will be what happens to Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi and his inner circle. Where are they and will they survive? No one has yet seriously suggested that al-Baghdadi is not alive. At present, he is likely somewhere in the deserts of eastern Syria or perhaps western Iraq.
24
Symbolically, and perhaps practically, his survival is important; yet his death may not be as consequential as some think. If he is martyred in some way, the movement can likely survive his death, despite the centrality of his charismatic authority. Such is the case with Osama bin Laden, and IS has been able to replace many important leaders killed by the U.S. and others (e.g., al-Adnani). If, however, Baghdadi's death, or worse his capture, is dishonourable in some way, as happened with Saddam Hussein or Muammar Gaddafi, it could have a delegitimising effect for the remaining followers of IS. The situation is complicated and lends itself to interpretation in terms of a series of scenarios, ranging from a humiliating capture to mysteriously eluding detection.
It is difficult to determine the operational impact of his death, given his "contested biography." Depending on the source, from amongst those who knew him well, Baghdadi is either a "mediocrity" with no leadership skills, or a complex and charismatic "clericalwarrior-king".
25 Everyone agrees he is ruthless, but it is not clear whether he is a puppetking or the true leader of IS. In the end, as the scholarship on charismatic authority shows, it may not matter since contrary to popular conception, charisma is not so much something individuals have as something that is socially constructed and attributed to leaders.
26 Certainly, the formidable IS propaganda-machine has lionized Baghdadi, as a descendant of the Prophet and the superhuman saviour of the Sunnis -the very epitome of charismatic leadership. 27 The impact of his death will depend then, in part, on whether he has been willing and able, like the most successful charismatic leaders, to accept the relative "routinisation" of his authority by building a true management structure around him that outlasts him. If he did, and the very operation of the IS Caliphate suggests this is the case, then Baghdadi's legacy can be assured, with significant consequences for perpetuating the jihadi cause. Of course, this can only be true if some of the significant leadership escapes death or capture, with the resources to carry on the fight, and his glorification.
The Virtual Caliphate
IS has been a game-changer on several fronts. Most conspicuously in the sheer quantity and quality of propaganda they have produced and disseminated online, and the utilization of social media to recruit FTFs, encourage and guide domestic terrorists, and generate and sustain a global network of sympathizers.
28 From the beginning, Baghdadi and Adnani made it clear they thought the battle for the hearts and minds of the ummah was every bit as important as developing the military capacity to spread the Caliphate. They invested their resources accordingly, creating a complex set of media hubs producing professional materials (i.e., magazines, newsletters, videos, photo-essays, and social media messaging). Despite the best efforts of global social media companies to suppress and counter this media assault, recent studies suggest that the virtual caliphate has not shrunk hand in hand with the physical one. 29 The loss of territory and facilities correlates with some lulls in productivity, and perhaps some decline in volume. There also has been a shift from singing the praises of life in the Caliphate to more martial topics. It appears, however, that the investment in online activity is being sustained.
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This flow of propaganda is the lifeblood of the larger Baqiya ("enduring") online community, which undergirds the persistence of IS as an active threat in the West. The question is, can IS sustain this productivity? Given the straightforward technology involved, the work could continue while IS once again becomes a clandestine insurgency. Much of the work also could be done in other places -including Europe and North America. Much will depend on either getting some of the key creative people out of Syria/Iraq or establishing safe lines of communication between them and practitioners elsewhere. Both developments seem plausible.
The Failure of Prophecy and Persistence of IS
A strong case has been made that IS, and its precursors, must be understood as apocalyptic groups and much of IS's appeal for FTFs stems from this fact. This counter-intuitive finding helped to create the theory of cognitive dissonance.
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When our expectations and reality clash, it causes distress. We seek to resolve this tension by bringing what we know and what we believe into greater harmony. Normally this means changing our expectations or beliefs. However, when a serious commitment is involved, we often seek instead to reinterpret our experiences so they conform better to our expectations. We see things differently. Such is acutely the case when it comes to deeply held religious commitments.
34
Apocalyptic groups often display remarkable resiliency. Their belief systems equip them with an array of plausible ways to rationalize the failure of a prophecy. 35 There are strong incentives, given the investments made, to reinterpret the seeming failure of prophecy as part of a larger plan, of a march towards eventual triumph over the forces of evil. Further, the success of the rationalizations used to manage dissonance depends on four larger social processes: 36 (1) the degree to which believers are socialized to the prophetic process and expectations; (2) the degree to which members are motivated or compelled to engage in costly preparations; (3) the degree to which leaders respond swiftly and thoroughly to apparent failures; and (4) the degree of solidarity and social support in the group. Even a superficial assessment of IS suggests that it would score high on each count.
37 So, there is good reason to think that the group, or at least its ideology, will survive the failure of this caliphate.
38
The high levels of religious devotion and commitment to martyrdom that have been detected in social media dialogues with FTFs in Syria and Iraq reinforces this conclusion. 
Recognising IS as a Global Subaltern Social Movement 40
In the last decade, those studying home-grown terrorism, radicalization, jihadism, and FTFs, have come to recognize the need to complement the predominant focus on the background, actions, and transformation of individuals with an appreciation of the larger historical and social emergence of a global jihadist social movement. Many have become attuned to the role of group dynamics in galvanizing the commitment of most terrorists, and of the utility of social movement theory in understanding how extremist groups mobilize people, and the role of framing in aligning the personal concerns of individuals with the political narratives of extremists. 41 As outsiders, however, most Westerner researchers have been slow to grasp the wider cultural and historical context sustaining jihadism as a social phenomenon. Scholars of terrorism began to trace key elements of the al-Qaeda narrative to a tradition of radical thought in the Muslim world, to such midtwentieth century ideologues as Sayyid Qutb, the eighteenth-century puritanical reformer Muhammad Ibn 'Abd al-Wahhab, and even the authoritative teachings of the fourteenth-century theologian Ibn Taymiyya. This intellectual lineage was augmented by a growing appreciation of the need to situate contemporary jihadists in the colonial and postcolonial histories of Muslim societies, and the ongoing geopolitical consequences of this past. The jihadist rejection of contemporary foreign policies, power inequities, and Western values, is grounded, however, in a larger history of contention -one that most of us in the West still only grasp incompletely and rather abstractly. As some have argued, though in somewhat different ways, 42 we need to start thinking of jihadism as a "form of insurgency" or "subaltern thought and activism" in the urban Muslim settings of Western Europe, North America, and elsewhere.
What I have in mind is too complex to summarise here, and the argument is speculative. Overall, however, there are a few key and simple insights that are noteworthy.
• First, social movements of this kind are fostered by three factors: (i) a profound sense of injustice and moral outrage; (ii) a strong sense of oppositional collective identity; and (iii) a strong sense of agency -believing there are actions to be taken which will make a difference. • Second, that the ideational appeal and persistence of jihadism depends on more than a reaction to specific foreign and domestic policies and military actions. It is also "a byproduct of the social relations of power inherent in the history of global modernity and the social fabric of post-industrial [societies]". 44 This is a sweeping claim that is difficult to document, but illustrative examples come readily to mind, from the structural inequities of the banlieues of Paris 45 to the plight of the educated but under and unemployed youth of Egypt. 46 • Third, in the longue-durée, as Githens-Mazer proposes, 47 the resonance and success of this kind of social movement grows out of popular access to a repertoire of myths, memories, and symbols, as much as theological and political arguments. We are dealing with a cultural phenomenon -the culture of a sub-culture. 48 In a sense, the need to give more attention to the "big picture" is obvious, but I think we have been slow to grasp its significance. In part, perhaps, because the consequences are hard to translate into specific policy recommendations. IS and the Caliphate have created powerful myths, memories, and symbols that will resonate for a long time, with the aid of a global network of virtual supporters that will be hard to suppress.
The Basic Conditions Giving Rise to Jihadism
Have Not Changed
This brings me to my last point: in the West and Middle East, it is hard to say that the basic social and political conditions fomenting extremism have changed much since 9/11. Many things have happened (e.g., the American invasion of Iraq and Afghanistan; the Arab Spring; the Syrian civil war), but has the status of Muslims in France, or the plight of Sunnis in a Shi'a dominated Iraq, or the fate of millions of Syrian refugees, changed for the better? Have the geo-political power dynamics shifted in constructive ways? More specifically, given how I understand jihadist radicalisation in the West 49 have the conditions precipitating identity crises and the turn to extremism amongst some Muslim youth and coverts to Islam really changed? I do not think so. Rather it seems, as JeanBaptiste Alphonse Karr famously said, "the more things change, the more they stay the same."
On the one hand, this realization sends me back to the advice of Max Taylor and John Horgan: 50 In practical and immediate terms, limiting the opportunities for terrorist behaviour and focusing on the elements of the decisional calculus preceding potential terrorist ……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… action seems a more sensible strategy than seeking to change either presumed individual qualities or broad societal processes.
In the short term, I concur fully. Concentrating on the behavioural indicators of radicalisation and mobilisation to violence is advisable.
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On the other hand, studying what some researchers call "behavioural radicalisation" to the exclusion of "cognitive radicalisation," and hence the role of ideology, is not advisable, in the proximate or long run. 52 Radical talk does not necessarily lead to violence; in fact, the correlation appears to be low. 53 The two processes are inextricably linked, however, and the turn to violence for jihadists is usually preceded by heightened religiosity, 54 and hence a framing of grievances as actionable, and the actions, planned or taken, as morally justified.
Overall, it is important to realise that we have entered a new era of terrorism -thanks in many ways to the innovations and successes of IS. Counter-intuitively a highly parochial group, set on fashioning a society guided by medieval social norms, has created a global social network and movement, utilising the most current means of communication, to resist the processes of globalisation -at least as guided by the socioeconomic, political, and cultural agendas of the West. There is no going back and while traditional counterterrorism measures can destroy specific groups, they are of limited utility against global movements.
………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

